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TO: President Butcher, Vice President Aponte and
The New Jersey State Board of Education

FR: ChristopherEmigholz
Directorof Education& WorkforceDevelopmentPolicy
New JerseyBusiness& IndustryAssociation(NJBIA)

DATE: February 20, 2008

RE: Recommendation to Further Lima the Special Review Assessment (SRA)

Good afternoon,and thank you for allowingNJBIA the opportunityto commenton the
proposedSRA reforms.My name is ChristopherEmigholz,the Directorof Education&
WorkforceDevelopmentPolicyfor the New JerseyBusiness& IndustryAssociation
(NJBIA).On behalf of our 23,000members,I am testifyingto let the StateBoardknow
aboutthe concernsof the businesscommunityregardingthis proposal.NJBIA is committed
to improvingthe qualityof educationto improveour futureworkforce,and I do not know if
this reformgoes far enoughto do that.

From speakingto employersthroughoutthe State,it is evidentthat many studentsentering
the workforcefrom a varietyof educationbackgroundsare oftenill-equippedto understand
businessconceptsand even lack some basic skills.Theproblemis even more apparentfor
studentsenteringthe workforcestraightout of high school.A recentNJBIA Business
OutlookSurveyrevealedonly one-thirdof employersare satisfiedwith the qualityof high
schoolstudentsenteringthe workforcewith even lessthan one-thirdsatisfiedwith many of
the basic skillsrequiredfor the workplace.There is no definitiveway to know how much or
how littlethe SRA is contributingto this lack of qualityof high schoolgraduates,but it is
probablyfairto say that it is being overusedin some schoolsand contributingin some
places.

In 2006, 1 in 8 graduatesoverallused the SRA,and 19high schoolshad a majorityof their
graduatesuse it. These numbersaretoo high for an alternative.Imaginean employerhiring a
new employeestraightout of high schoolfrom one of those 19high schoolsthat overly
reliedon the SRA.More thanhalf of the applicantscouldnot pass the HSPA, yet stillhave
the samehigh schooldiplomathat everyoneelse does.Reformsneedto be undertakento
raise the standardsrequiredto graduatehigh school,push more studentsto take the
appropriatetest and strengthenthe meaningof a high schooldiploma.

The Commissioner,Departmentand Boarddo deservecredit for this proposalthat will
somewhattightenthe SRA process,but it is unclearif it is enough. Standardizingthe
administrationof the test,movingto externalscoringand mandatingplans to reduceits
usage in high-usehigh schoolsare all good stepsin the right direction.But none of these
reformsaddressesthe majorproblemwith the SRA- too many studentsusing it.
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There is a need for some type of alternativeassessment,so changingthe originalDepartmentplan for
outrighteliminationis understandable,but moreneedsto be done to dramaticallyreduce its use. Onlyvery
few studentsshouldbe eligiblefor the SRA andthe eligibilityrequirementsshouldbe specificallyspelled
out. Other stateshavequalifiersfor takingthe alternativeso that onlythe appropriatestudentsavail
themselvesof it. New Jersey should consider limiting the test to only certain student populations that
truly have no other alternative such as certain severely disabled students or students with a
demonstrated and substantial hardship. Then for those few using the SRA, students should have to
meet a rigorous set of standards including high attendance, high grades, and/or HSPA scores that
were closeto passing. The State shouldensurethat the SRA is neverjust anotherway to get out of high
school for any student.

These reformsmay requirea changein statutebecausethe SRA lawcurrentlyreads "Any studentwho
does not meet said requirements",and my suggestionis that the SRA no longerbe an option for any
student.I wouldbe happy to work withthe Boardand Departmentto help make that happen.

This reformwould not be easy for all high schools,but ease for schoolsshouldneverbe this Board's
priority.High expectationsof all learnersare not easy, but it is a criticalpart of educationalsuccess.Critics
of limitingthe SRA's use oftentalk of increasingdrop-outrates,but that may be overstated.I think it is an
importantthingto rememberthatNew Jerseyoffersmultiplechancesto pass the HSPA, and morethan
half of all the studentsthat faileda HSPA in their firstattemptwereclose to passing.I am also sure that
many high schoolsprovideextra assistanceto studentspreparingfor the HSPA the first time, and
additionalhelp for studentstakingit againand again.LimitingSRA use will make studentsand high
schoolsfocuson preparingfor the HSPA, not necessarilyincreasedrop-outs.Let that HSPA processbe the
predominantway to graduatefrom everyhigh school.

NJBIA thanksyou for consideringour perspective,and we look forwardto workingwith you in the future.


